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Book Review: Q-Squared: Combining Qualitative and Quantitative Approaches in Poverty Analysis by Paul 
Shaffer 
This book aims to examine the underlying assumptions and implications of how we conceptualise and investigate 
poverty. Paul Shaffer¶VERRNZLOOQRGRXEWEHHVVHQWLDOUHDGLQJIRUSRYHUW\DQDO\VWVEXWLWFRXOGDOVRSURYHDYHU\
useful guide to understanding the relationship between theoretical epistemological foundations and practical 
research methods and design, writes Steven Harkins.  
Q-Squared: Combining Qualitative and Quantitative Approaches in 
Poverty Analysis. Paul Shaffer. Oxford University Press. July 2013. 
Find this book:  
3DXO6KDIIHU¶VERRN Q-Squared is a guide to the application of a mixed approach to research methods in poverty 
analysis. The two key aims of the booNDUHWRµPDNHH[SOLFLWIRXQGDWLRQDODVVXPSWLRQVZKLFKXQGHUOLHGLIIHUHQW
ZD\VRIXQGHUVWDQGLQJDQGH[SODLQLQJSRYHUW\¶ZKLOHDOVRFRQGXFWLQJµDFULWLFDOUHYLHZRIWKHYDVWUDQJHRIDSSOLHG
tools of poverty analysis and show how they may be fruitfully combLQHG¶,QRUGHUWRH[DPLQHWKHVHDLPVLQPRUH
detail this review begins by examining chapter 2 of the book which focuses on the different epistemological 
approaches that researchers have applied to poverty analysis. The review then moves on to examine chapter 3 
of the book, which explores whether different epistemological approaches to poverty analysis yield different 
research results. The review concludes by discussing how this book may be useful for an audience beyond the 
study of poverty analysis. 
Chapter two focuses on the epistemological foundations that the field of poverty analysis is built upon. The 
FKDSWHUH[DPLQHVKRZµEXULHGHSLVWHPRORJLFDOFRPPLWPHQWV¶DUHLQWHJUDOWRWKHDQDO\VLVRISRYHUW\DVDVXEMHFW
The two key approaches to poverty analysiVRXWOLQHGLQWKLVVHFWLRQDUHGHVFULEHGDVFRQVLVWLQJRIµFRQVXPSWLRQ¶
DQGµGLDORJLFDO¶LQQDWXUH7KHFRQVXPSWLRQDSSURDFKLVDSSOLHGWRSRYHUW\DQDO\VLVRIWKH*OREDO6RXWKE\
LQWHUQDWLRQDORUJDQLVDWLRQVOLNHWKH:RUOG%DQNDQGLWGHILQHVSRYHUW\DVµQRn-fulfilment of basic preferences, 
UHSUHVHQWHGE\ORZOHYHOVRIFRQVXPSWLRQH[SHQGLWXUH¶([DPSOHVRIWKLVDSSURDFKLQFOXGHQXWULWLRQVFLHQFH
(measuring poverty through caloric intake), revealed preference theory (measuring poverty through household 
surveys) and money metric utility (measuring poverty through levels of consumption expenditure). 
7KHVHFRQGW\SHRIDSSURDFKWRSRYHUW\UHVHDUFKLVGHVFULEHGDVEHLQJµGLDORJLFDO¶LQQDWXUHDQGWKLVDSSURDFK
UHOLHVRQILQGLQJµORFDOO\UHOHYDQWPHDQLQJVRISRYHUW\¶WKURXJKTXDOLWDWLYHPHWKRGVOLNHµIRFXVJURXSGLVFXVVLRQV
[and] semi-VWUXFWXUHGLQWHUYLHZV¶6RFLDODQWKURSRORJ\LVDQH[DPSOHRIDGLVFLSOLQHWKDWXVHVWKLVDSSURDFKZKLFK
IHDWXUHVWKHFUHDWLRQRIDµSDUWLFLSDWRU\GLDORJXH¶EHWZHHQWKHUHVHDUFKHUDQG the people who are subjects of the 
research. These two approaches are also complimented by two epistemological positions which are described as 
µ(PSLULFLVW¶DQGµ&ULWLFDO+HUPHQHXWLF¶WKHVHWZRWUDGLWLRQVUHVSHFWLYHO\EDVHGRQREVHUYDWLRQDQGGLDORJXHERth 
come with their own differing standards of validity which are explained here in detail. 
The discussion in this chapter does a thorough job of linking epistemological positions which are often written 
about as a matter of abstract philosophy and linking them to practical questions of how research is carried out. 
One of the key issues arising from this chapter is the question of whether different epistemological assumptions 
will lead to different research results. That question is tackled explicitly in Chapter 3 which will now be briefly 
examined. 
 
6LEXVLVR=LNRGHLVWKHIRUPHUSUHVLGHQWRIWKH6RXWK$IULFDQVKDFNGZHOOHUV¶ movement Abahlali baseMjondolo. 
Poverty Initiative Poverty Scholars Program Strategic Dialogue, November 2010. Credit: povertyinitiative CC BY-
NC-SA 2.0) 
Chapter 3 offers a detailed and comprehensive review of the tools and methods used to carry out the two 
research traditions, both consumption based research and dialogic research, which were explained in the 
previous paragraph. On examining the empirical relationship between these two differing approaches it was 
found that: 
µ:KHQFRPSDULQJFRQVXPSWLRQSRYHUW\ZLWKORFDOO\UHOHYDQWGHILQLWLRQVRISRYHUW\NQRZQWKURXJKGLDORJLF
processes, differences emerge with respect to poverty levels, trends, and to population characteristics and 
RYHUODS¶ 
6KDIIHUGHVFULEHVWKHVHGLIIHUHQFHVDVDµ0LFUR-0DFURSDUDGR[¶DQGRIIHUVDUDQJHRIH[SODQDWLRQVIRUWKH
variations in research output that occurred due to the selection of different epistemological approaches. Shaffer 
DUJXHVWKDWWKHVHYDULDWLRQVDUHUHODWHGWRµSRSXODWLRQFRYHUDJHLQWUD-household issues, visibility bias, 
UHFDOOQRVWDOJLDELDVHVDQGVRRQ¶7KHUHVHDUFKIURPWKLVFKDSWHUFRQFOXGHGE\VXSSRUWLQJWKHXVHRIGLDORJLF
PHWKRGVE\DUJXLQJWKDWµORFDOO\PHDQLQJIXOGHILQLWLRQVRISRYHUW\VKRXOGILJXUHVRPHZKHUHLQSRYHUW\DQDO\VLV¶ 
One of the key features of academic and journalistic research into poverty is the absence of the voices of those 
who are affected by poverty. This type of research recognises the importance of these voices although rather 
WKDQFRQFOXGLQJWKDWWKH\VKRXOGµILJXUHVRPHZKHUH¶LQSRYHUW\DQDO\VLVWKHVHYRLFHVVKRXOGEHWKHFHQWUDOIRFXV
of this type of research. Indian Journalist Palagummi Sainath used this approach for his remarkable 
bookEverybody Loves a Good Drought. This book achieves many of the aims that are sought by poverty analysis 
in terms of understanding the social, economic and political causes of poverty. It is refreshing that the field of 
poverty analysis at least recognises the importance of incorporating these voices into their research paradigm. 
The book concludes with two key arguments, the first of these is that epistemological foundations are very 
LPSRUWDQWWRSRYHUW\DQDO\VLVEHFDXVHWKH\µGHWHUPLQHZKDWFRXQWVDVUHOLDEOHNQRZOHGJHDQGµKDUG¶HYLGHQFH
KRZWRDVFHUWDLQYDOLGLW\KRZFDXVDWLRQLVGHILQHGDQGFDXVDOFODLPVHVWDEOLVKHGHPSLULFDOO\«¶WKHVH
foundations also have a profound effect on research results. The second central message of the book is that 
µPL[HGPHWKRGVDGGYDOXHIRUXQGHUVWDQGLQJDQGH[SODLQLQJVRFLDOSKHQRPHQD¶ 
These core messages really highlight the value of this book which offers a detailed and comprehensive research 
guide for poverty analysts. The book is also of use to a wide range of students and researchers in the field of 
social science because it offers a concise guide that links epistemological theory with practical research tools. 
Theories of knowledge are usually confined to the realm of philosophy and the abstract nature of these theories 
can prove to be a barrier to more practically minded researchers who are focussed on methods. This book does 
an excellent job of explaining how particular research methods were developed from differing epistemological 
IRXQGDWLRQV6KDIIHU¶VERRNZLOOQRGRXEWEHHVVHQWLDOUHDGLQJIRUSRYHUW\DQDO\VLVEXWLWFRXOGDOVR prove a very 
useful guide to understanding the relationship between theoretical epistemological foundations and practical 
research methods and design. 
 
